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Introduction 
Cyberpunk, as a cinema genre, constitutes a conglomerate of in-
fl uences from various branches of  literature and  cinematography. 
Th e elements of  reality portrayed in prose, such as  a  dystopian city, 
the motif of cyberspace, androids and automatized society, deprived 
of  the  sense of collective identity, have been successfully transferred 
to the cinema screen.1 Th e characteristic features of the genre, inspired 
by earlier ideas of  writers and  directors, are also elements of  poet-
ics of  a  cyberpunk fi lm, illustrating at least one  of  the  three topics: 
post-humanism, post-industrialism, or post-nationalism.2 
Social processes, as  well as  permeating infl uences of  literature 
and cinematography contributed to the origins and popularity of the new 
genre in the 1980s, as an answer to philosophical questions concern-
ing the future of humanity, the directions of using new technologies 
and the fears emerging in the face of political crises. It is worth noting 
that  the period under discussion witnessed inventions which served 
as  prototypes of  contemporary technologies, such as  the  CD-ROM, 
Windows 1.0, or fi rst internet websites. Social unrest, on the other hand, 
was stirred, among other factors, by the  menace of  Cold War, with 
the discussion about possible scenarios for the future being additionally 
triggered by events such as the explosion of Chernobyl nuclear power 
1 One of the examples here are the works by William Gibson, described in the fol-
lowing section. 
2 T. Lasek, Homo superior – człowiek i maszyna w literaturze i fi lmie nurtu 
cyberpunk, in: Człowiek-zwierzę, człowiek-maszyna, edited by A. Celińska 
and K. Fidler, Kraków 2005, pp. 245–254.
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plant, or the appearance of the HIV threat in the public awareness. Both 
threats to the social order and inventors’ innovative ideas stimulated 
the imagination of fi lm directors and viewers, who eagerly engaged in 
contemplating the visions presenting answers to the questions about 
the  shape of  the  world in ‘the  near future’. Cyberpunk also reached 
the East, spurring the imagination of Japanese creators and initiating 
the emergence of its avant-garde form.3 
Nowadays, despite the aging of  the  technological solutions from 
the cyberpunk of the 80s, the movies from that period may still serve 
as  a  rich source of  observations of  the  genre directors’ innovative 
ideas, which were developed (and upgraded in technological terms) 
in the 90s. However, the unique mood of the fi rst cyberpunk motion 
pictures, associated with character creation and the image of a dysto-
pian city, still holds a signifi cant position in the visual culture, revived 
in post-cyberpunk productions aft er 1999.4 
Th e origins of cyberpunk – infl uence of literature 
When trying to precisely defi ne the moment of cyberpunk’s emer-
gence as a category separate from science fi ction, one should take into 
account the social processes and the development of literature and cin-
ematography which had led to that division. Although it is customary 
to consider the works by William Gibson as the source of the genre, at 
the moment when his Neuromancer5 was published, cyberpunk already 
existed as a movement, with its defi nition constantly expanding. Th e 
very term ‘cyberpunk’ appeared in 1980 as a title of a story, by Bruce 
Bethe, about a group of teenage hackers breaking into a city network 
called CityNet. In the foreword added to the online publication, the au-
thor explains that while searching for a new term describing the phe-
nomenon, he focused on the synthesis of various terms connected with 
technology and disobedient youth, looking for a word which would 
best describe the characters of his story.6 
3 See: A. Kiejziewicz, Shinya Tsukamoto i wyobraźnia cyberpunkowa, in: Anatomia 
wyobraźni, edited by S. Konefał, Gdańsk 2014, pp. 81–97. 
4 A good example here is also Matrix (directed by L. and A. Wachowski, USA 1999).
5 W. Gibson, Neuromancer, Canada 1984.
6 B. Bethke, Cyberpunk, in: Infi nity Plus, http://www.infi nityplus.co.uk/stories/
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Tomasz Lasek accurately stated that cyberpunk is a “conglomerate 
of infl uences formed from implants drawn from various areas of litera-
ture”.7 Undoubtedly, the greatest infl uence on the emergence of the genre 
was the new-wave fantasy literature from the 1960s and 70s. However, 
the speculative nature of science fi ction, drawing from free imagination, 
unbound by logic and constructing stories taking place in outer-space 
scenery, was abandoned by cyberpunk, in favor of  the  extrapolative 
character of narration.8 According to Carl Malmgren, new extrapolative 
fantasy literature was based on scientifi c knowledge, and the structure 
of the worlds displayed was based on the result of logical assumptions 
concerning the real world’s possible developments.9 
In Preface to  “Mirrorshades”– a  manifesto of  writers referring 
to themselves as “cyberpunks”, Bruce Sterling enumerates the sources 
of  inspiration for  the movement pioneers. Th e fi rst to be mentioned 
are writers of the New Wave10 and traditional science fi ction,11 among 
whom a prominent position is held by Phillip K. Dick.12 Lasek draws 
attention to  Th omas Pynchon and  William Burroughs,13 the  author 
of  Naked Lunch.14 Th e latter, categorized as  a  member of  the  Beat 
Generation movement, was to inspire cyberpunks by his experiments 
with opiates and descriptions of dark conspiracy theories.15 Burroughs, 
considered to  be “a  thinker of  the  information age, before it even 
started”,16 thanks to his unique perception of  the world around him, 
infl uenced the manner of presenting the achievements of civilization 
cpunk.htm (access: 11.26.2013).
7 T. Lasek, Op. cit., p. 245.
8 P. Frelik, Cyberpunk, „Magazyn Sztuki” 1998, no 1 (17), p. 121.
9 Ibid.
10 Ibid. Sterling enumerates authors such as: Harlan Elison, Samuel Delany, Norman 
Spinrad, Michael Moorcock, Brian Aldiss and J.G. Ballard.
11 Ibid, p. 115. Th e author enumerates creators such as: Olaf Stapledon, H. G. Wells, 
Larry Niven, Poul Anderson, Robert Heinlein, Philip Jose Farmer, John Varley 
and Alfred Bester.
12 Phillip K. Dick is  the  author of, among others, the  novel Do Androids Dream 
of Electric Sheep?, on the basis of which Blade Runner by Ridley Scott was fi lmed.
13 T. Lasek, Op.cit., p. 246.
14 Th e novel Naked Lunch was adapter for the screen in 1991 by David Cronenberg, 
the maker of, among others, cyberpunk movies Videodrom and eXistenZ, as well 
as body-horror Th e Fly. 
15 Ibid.
16 R. Księżyk, 23 cięcia dla Williama S. Burroughsa, Gdańsk 2013, p. 11.
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and humanity in cyberpunk novels (and later in movies).17 Burroughs 
also predicted the era of the Internet, believing that wars of the future 
would involve disinformation, and power will be held by those who 
control data distribution.18 Th e writer’s ideas became an  inspiration 
to introduce the motif of  information as the most valuable currency 
into cyberpunk works. What is more, as early as in the 60s, Burroughs 
noticed that  citizens of  the  West externalize their senses by means 
of technological devices,19 which in turn corresponded to the concepts 
of Marshall McLuhan, and constituted the core of cyberpunk percep-
tion of an individual. Rafał Księżyk, in his book 23 cięcia dla Williama 
S. Burroughsa (23 cuts for William S. Burroughs) notices that without 
the writer’s imagination and style cyberpunk could not have existed.20
A prominent position among the creators whose achievements have 
infl uenced the process of shaping the constitutive features of the genre 
is  held by Aldous Huxley and  George Orwell. Th e utopian and  an-
ti-utopian visions which they presented were sources of  inspiration 
for the creators of dystopian cyberpunk worlds. Another factor that ex-
erted a  great impact on the  aesthetics of  the  genre, as  well as  on 
the  characterological concepts of  protagonists, were works classifi ed 
as noir cinema, inspired by hard-boiled fi ction.21 Th e authors worth 
mentioning here are Dashiell Hammet and Raymond Chandler.22 What 
is  more, the  manner of  constructing cyberpunk narration draws on 
the motif of investigation, gradually revealing the characters’ perverted 
secrets,23 which also originates from noir cinema. 
17 Th e traces of Burroughs’ thought may be found in most western cyberpunk novels 
and movies, as his philosophy constitutes an unremovable element of  the  later 
poetica of the genre. Th e role of  information as currency, or externalization by 
means of technological devices appear, among others, in Blade Runner, but also 
in Th e Lawnmower Man or post-cyberpunk Matrix.
18 Ibid.
19 Ibid, p. 112.
20 Ibid, p. 141.
21 T. Lasek, Op. cit., p. 246.
22 Ibid.
23 S. Bukatman, Terminal Identity. Th e Virtual Subject in Postmodern Science Fiction, 
Durkham, London 1993 [cited in:] S. J. Konefał, Corpus futuri. Literackie i fi l-
mowe wizerunki postludzi w anglosaskiej fantastyce naukowej oraz ich komiksowe 
i telewizyjne reinterpretacje, Gdańsk 2013, p. 196. 
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Another inspiration for  “cyberpunks” was the  concept by Alvin 
Toffl  er, presented in Th e Th ird Wave (1984).24 Th e manner of  per-
ceiving technological revolution as a phenomenon which was getting 
out of  control and  decentralizing society was close to  the  creators 
of this movement. Besides, the ideas put forward by aforementioned 
Marshall McLuhan, the author of Th e Gutenberg Galaxy, signifi cantly 
infl uenced the creation of cyberpunk visions of the world. Th e terms 
“global village” and  “information society” as  a  metaphor of  humans 
being taken over by technology formed a  basis for  creating the  cy-
berpunk visons of cyberspace.25 It is also worthwhile to mention Jean 
Boullinard, whom critics such as Scott Bukatman or Mike Featherstone 
consider to be the most important theorist of the genre.26 In his works 
Bellinard presents descriptions of  society immersed in simulation 
and  hyperreality, which are subject to  manipulation by mass media 
and  capitalist corporations. His model of  social relations was later 
successfully recreated in cyberpunk narrations.27 
As Bruce Sterling observes in Preface to “Mirrorshades”, the new 
genre is not only a marriage of philosophy and popular culture, but 
fi rst of  all “the  fi nal product” of  the  atmosphere of  the  80s.28 Th e 
origins of  cyberpunk as  a  genre is  thus associated with a  new type 
of integration of creators, as well as the areas of culture and art which 
had previously been incompatible. As written by Sterling “[…] And 
suddenly a new alliance is becoming evident: an integration of technol-
ogy and the Eighties counterculture. An un-holy alliance of the tech-
nical world and  the  world of  organized dissent – the  underground 
world of  pop culture, visionary fl uidity, and  street-level anarchy.29 
In addition, a researcher of post-modernism, Brian McHale, noticed 
that cyberpunk does not  introduce any new or original components 
24 B. Sterling, Op. cit., p. 117.
25 M. Featherstone, Cyberspace/ Cyberbodies/ Cyberpunk: Cultures of Technological 
Embodiment, London 1996, p. 34.
26 A. Myszala, Cyberprzestrzeń – wprowadzenie, „Magazyn Sztuki” 1998, nr 1 (17), 
s. 55–56.
27 Ibid, p. 56.
28 B. Sterling, Op. cit., p. 114.
29 Ibid, Preface to Mirrorshades, in: Th e Cyberpunk Project, http://project.cyberpunk.
ru/idb/mirrorshades_preface.html (access: 10.08.2016).
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into cultural circulation.30 Its novelty lies in a successful combination 
of motifs, images and terms known from previous texts, as well as from 
providing them with new meanings and manners of interpretation.31 An 
important determinant of cyberpunk in literature and cinema is thus 
addressing the problems of contemporary world, related to the func-
tioning of an individual in a post-industrial society, as well as the vi-
sion of disintegrated future, the illustration of which can be found in 
the stories of the main characters.32 Th ose are the topics which make 
cyberpunk a genre which is discursive in nature, engaging in polemics 
on the  direction in which the  history of  humanity is  heading.33 Th e 
perception of  the  world that  was close to  cyberpunk creators was 
related to  the  reevaluation and  clash of  various cultural movements 
in the  1980s. Th eir primary goal was thus reaching a  global point 
of  view, and  consequently a  new interpretation of  terms connected 
with human existence.34 
Cyberpunk in movies of the 80s 
– features that constitute the genre 
An analysis of cyberpunk characteristic features should start with 
enumerating the visions of a dystopian city, which is the main setting 
for cyberpunk stories. Images of the world present in the genre emerged 
as a result of inspiration by aforementioned works, such as the movie 
Metropolis by Fritz Lang (Germany 1927) or the novels Brave New World 
by Aldous Huxley and 1984 by George Orwell. However, in contrast 
to  the  literary utopias and  anti-utopias, when  analyzing the  genre’s 
literature and  movies it can be noticed that  the  cyberpunk dystopia 
is a dangerous place where the infl uences of corporations collide with 
the postulates of subcultures and the interests of dwellers of criminal 
30 B. McHale, POSTcyberMODERNpunkISM, in: Ibid, Constructing Postmodernism, 
London 1992, p. 229.
31 P. Frelik, Op.cit., p. 122.
32 An example here may be the situations experienced by Deckard, the main char-
acter of Blade Runner. Th e relations with other characters that the protagonists 
engages in are based on a system of mutual benefi ts, which perfectly illustrates 
the disintegration of the dystopian society. 
33 P. Frelik, Op.cit., p. 122.
34 B. Sterling, Op. cit., p. 118.
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demimonde, where the  established law is  not  a  constant value. Th e 
city areas are controlled by changing groups of  interest which intro-
duce their own regulations, so that  an  individual never feels safe. 
What is more, one can never be sure whether they are involuntarily 
breaching the established rules at a given moment. Referring to dic-
tionary defi nitions emphasizing the diff erence between an anti-utopia 
and  a  dystopia, it is  worthwhile to  recall the  statement by Andrzej 
Niewiadowski, who writes: 
[Anti-utopia is] a creation close to dystopia, and often unjusti-
fiably identified with it, as it always presents a negative image 
of social order, just like dystopia does. However, dystopia bases 
its visions directly on the development tendencies contempo-
rary of the author, whereas anti-utopia derives them from uto-
pian presumptions.35 
Dystopia, on the other hand, is defi ned by the scholar as “a com-
position presenting a  nightmarish, yet logically justifi ed, internally 
coherent and  at times probable vision of  future human existence”.36 
Writer Raymond Williams, in his article Utopia and Science Fiction37 
emphasizes four main features which characterize dystopia: no possibil-
ity for an individual to escape (the world looks the same everywhere), 
its origins reaching back to  an  event which had not  been predicted 
and could not be stopped by humans (for example, a natural disaster), 
its establishment through degeneration of  society and  technological 
transformation, which improved the standard of living only for priv-
ileged groups.38 
When constructing the vision of an agglomeration, cyberpunk cre-
ators were also inspired by world models known from SF movies,39 but 
35 A. Niewiadowski, A. Smuszkiewicz, Leksykon polskiej literatury fantastycznonau-
kowej, Poznań 1990, p. 250.
36 Ibid, p. 262.
37 R. Williams, Utopia and  Science Fiction, in: Science Fiction: A Critical Guide, 
ed. P. Parrinder, London–New York 2004, pp. 52 – 65.
38 Ibid, p. 52.
39 Among SF movies which became an inspiration while creating cyberpunk visions, 
the ones worth recalling are: Star Wars: New Hope (1977) and THX (1971) by 
George Lucas, 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968) by Stanley Kubrick, Planet of the Apes 
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gave them a chaotic nature, which was meant to refl ect the dynamism 
of social changes. In the disordered city space, alongside ruins there are 
skyscrapers made of steel and glass, bathed in the light of ever-present 
neon lights. Th us the  image of dystopia is a combination of  futuristic 
settlements, underground cities and post-apocalyptic Earth aft er a nu-
clear catastrophe.40 In cinema, the  archetype of  a  cyberpunk city was 
the space created in Blade Runner by Ridley Scott (Hong Kong, USA, 
Great Britain 1982).41 Sinister Los Angeles, divided into four districts, was 
considered to be a canonic image,42 which also infl uenced the creation 
of metropolis images in the movies from the 90s. Another representation 
of a dystopia returned in movies such as Total Recall by Paul Verhoeven 
(USA 1990) 43 or Gattaca by Andrew Niccol (USA 1997).
A factor inseparably connected with a city as a setting is the motif 
of cyberspace, which is crucial for the genre. Th e concept of a “world 
inside a  computer” was fi rst formulated and  presented in 1981, 
as  one  of  the  elements of  a  story entitled True Names by Vernor 
Vinge.44 Th e virtual world inside a computer served as a place of re-
cluse for  characters, off ering temporary relief from overwhelming 
daily routines. Depending on a literary or cinematic vision, cyberspace 
appears under diff erent names.45 Th e Web is also a tool which allows 
corporations to control social movements. Th e cinematic cyberworld 
of the 80s was mostly presented as a 3-dimensional computer environ-
ment, fi lled with abstract geometrical shapes.46 Such a vision can be 
found in Tron by Steven Lisberger (USA 1982). Th e production was 
(1968) by Franklin J. Schaff ner, or B-class productions such as Forbidden Planet 
(1956) by Fred M. Wilcox.
40 P. Frelik, Op.cit., p. 122.
41 Ibid, p. 123.
42 J. Kerman, Retrofi tting Blade Runner, Madison 1991, pp. 185–195.
43 Total Recall was made on the basis of a story by Philip K. Dick entitled We Can 
Remember It For You Wholesale (1966). 
44 A. Kamrowska, “Cyberpunk w fi lmach Wschodu i Zachodu”, PhD thesis, Uni-
wersytet Jagielloński, Kraków 2006, computer printout, p. 12.
45 P. Frelik, Op.cit., p.123. Th e terms related to cyberspace which appear in literature 
are: Net (in Eclipse by John Shirley), Web (in Islands in the Net by Bruce Ster-
ling), System (in Synners by Pat Cadigan), Matrix (in Neuromancer by William 
Gibson), Telespace (in Arachne by Lisa Mason), Metaworld (in Snow Crash by 
Neal Stephenson).
46 Ibid.
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a response to the phenomenon of video games, which became a new 
element of the entertainment industry in the 80s.47 Th e movie presents 
the adventures of Kevin Flynn, who is transferred by dematerialization 
to the computer system ruled by the domineering Main Program. In 
the motion picture by Lisberger, the cyberspace functions according 
to  the  rules of  the  real world, with the  programs, like employees in 
a large corporation, charged with specifi c roles and tasks. Th e system 
itself is  nothing more than a  digitally-generated city. What is  inter-
esting, the programs were presented as personal constructs, bearing 
the  features of  the  ones who created them. Th e director even intro-
duces a metaphysical aspect of the world inside a computer, equipping 
the programs with faith in their creators, perceived as omnipotent gods. 
 Th e manners of depicting cinematic representations of cyberspace 
which were outlined in the  80s, and  were later consequently devel-
oped can be divided into several categories. Th ey appear as simstim,48 
which means a  stimulation of experiencing a new, virtual body, like 
in Brainstorm by Douglas Trumbull (USA 1983), or presenting virtual 
reality as  a  “panorama” designed in a  manner which defi es reality.49 
In this case, the cyberworld constitutes an extension and a metaphor 
of the human mind, allowing characters to gain unique experience.50 
A movie which should be added to  the  classifi cation is  Videodrome 
by David Cronenberg (Canada 1983), where the cyberspace functions 
as  consensual hallucination, which is  a  non-material phenomenon 
shared by a community.51 
Another characteristic feature of the genre, according to the classi-
fi cation by Tomasz Lasek, is the presence of the Mass, which is the au-
tomatized society, devoid of identity.52 A mass-human from cyberpunk 
is immersed in the cyberspace, deprived of subjectivity, and their ability 
to cultivate relationships is severly diminished. Despite technological 
advances, a large part of dystopia citizens live in diffi  cult conditions, 
47 J. Szyłak et al., Kino Nowej Przygody, Gdańsk 2011, p. 173.
48 M. Radkiewicz, Gender w humanistyce, Kraków 2001, p. 119.
49 A. Kamrowska, Op.cit., p. 131.
50 Ibid, p. 150.
51 D. Cavallaro, Cyberpunk and Cyberculture, New York 2001, p. 10.
52 T. Lasek, Op.cit., p. 247.
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struggle with addictions and lack of livelihood.53 It can thus be noticed 
that cyberpunk as a genre focuses on technology’s negative impact on 
human life, presenting social changes as a direct cause of the collapse 
of community and the decline of such terms as national states.
Th e third element of Lasek’s classifi cation, and another constitu-
tive feature of the genre, is the Machine, understood as a metaphoric 
fi gure of  cyborgization.54 Cybernetics shapes the  society, off ering 
the  possibility of  modifying a  human body by means of  “cyber im-
plants”. Cyborgizations may appear as  replaceable organs, equipping 
a  body with weapons incorporated into living tissue, or  computers 
connected directly to  the  brain.55 Th e motif of  connection between 
a  machine and  a  biological body creates a  unique mood of  cyber-
punk narrations, exemplifying technology which is “[…] visceral… it 
goes under the skin”, as Paweł Frelik put it56. Cyber implants, unlike 
the  break-through inventions presented in science fi ction literature 
and  cinema, used for  travelling to  outer space and  discovering new 
worlds, make it possible to  discover the  limits of  a  human body by 
extending its potential.57 Cyberpunk as a genre undermines the faith 
in machines and  presents body modifi cations as  a  weapon against 
the system, thus departing from the positive view of technology char-
acteristic of science fi ction.58 
Th e motif of cyborgization may also involve introducing androids, 
which are machines equipped with artifi cial intelligence, and thus im-
itate humans. Th e hybrid model of a dead body, representing the fear 
of  artifi cially created being, fi rst appeared in Frankenstein by Mary 
Shelley.59 However, the motif of “enlivening the lifeless” can be found 
as  early as  in the  texts from the  ancient period, such as  the  stories 
of Pygmalion and Galatea, Jason who brought dragon warriors to life, 
or the golem of Prague.60 Th e being shaped by humans has also found 
53 Ibid.
54 Ibid.
55 Ibid.
56 P. Frelik, Op.cit., p.125.
57 Ibid.
58 Ibid.
59 S. Konefał, Op.cit., p. 15.
60 Ibid, p. 16 .
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its place among the audiovisual texts at the very beginning of the his-
tory of cinematography, with the aforementioned Metropolis by Fritz 
Lang as one of the examples. However, it was not until the cinematic 
and  literary cyberpunk that  elaborate discussions on the  condition 
of human soul and the existence of the Absolute, based on the com-
parison of the existence of man and machine, appeared within plots 
concerning robotics. Th e emergence of “new life” in the shape of me-
chanical beings results in the characters’ urge to search for new ways 
to achieve immortality, when former dogmas of faith have turned out 
to be insuffi  cient in an anti-religious world. Such liberation is possi-
ble on the Net, which off ers a whole range of experiences, a bit close 
to the feelings of religious tremendum. By detaching the mind from 
the body, it is possible to achieve a new kind of existence and liberate 
oneself from time and  space limitations. Philosopher Slavoj Žižek 
compares the dreams of a virtual body, which can be created in an-
other reality, with the gnostic longing for non-material “astral body”. 
In addition, he believes that  cyberspace functions in a  gnostic way, 
promising to  elevate an  individual to  the  level of  consciousness at 
which they will free themselves from bodily inertia and receive a new, 
ethereal body.61 Literary and movie characters which have undergone 
a transposition of personality into cyberspace, are interesting personal 
constructs62. Th e prototype of  such a  character was Dixie Flatline, 
created by Gibson, who was a digital recording of a deceased human’s 
personality, transferred into the Web in Neuromancer.63 Similar char-
acters appeared later on in cinema, for  instance in Th e Lawnmower 
Man by Brett Leonard (Japan, USA, Great Britain 1992).
Th e issue of  corporeality is  also associated with the  concept 
of  the main character of cyberpunk movies. Th e “console cowboy”64 
is  an  individual immersed both  in the  industrialized world and  in 
61 S. Žižek, No Sex Please, We’re Post-Human!, Lacan.com, http://www.lacan.com/
nosex.htm (access: 10.08.2016).
62 T. Lasek, Op.cit., p. 250.
63 Ibid.
64 Th e term “console cowboy”, meant to denote a protagonist immersed in cyber-
space, was introduced by William Gibson, using the expression to name Bobby 
Newark – the main character of Sprawl Trilogy (1984–1988). 
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cyberspace, which is understood here as the frontier of reality.65 Th e 
character of  a  hacker, a  computer genius who stands above the  law, 
being at the  same time an  experimenter and  a  traveler wandering 
through cyberspace, is one of the main character patterns of the genre. 
His or her extraordinary skills intensify the feeling of alienation from 
society. In this respect, the psychological construct of the main character 
of cyberpunk movies is reminiscent of an individual living on the verge 
of law, as portrayed in westerns. Th e “console cowboys” can be found, 
among others, in fi lms such as Brainstorm by Douglas Trumbull (USA 
1983) or Johnny Mnemonic (directed by R. Longo, Canada, USA, 1995), 
which appeared on screens in the  90s. Another way of  interpreting 
this archetypical pattern is the fi gure of Max Renn, the main character 
of Videodrome by Cronenberg. In the director’s vision, the protagonist 
was placed in a “hallucinatory reality of interactive television” instead 
of cyberworld.66 Renn is a media expert, capable of evaluating the view-
ers’ needs related to the content broadcasted. Th e protagonist can thus 
be called “remote control cowboy”, as  in the  movie by Cronenberg 
the  remote control serves the  same purpose as  the  console in other 
pictures mentioned: it is an extension of the senses, connecting a user 
with the world of audiovisual broadcasts.67 
When summarizing the features of cyberpunk movies, it is worth 
noticing that not every motion picture assigned to the genre by crit-
ics and scholars contains all the abovementioned elements. It seems, 
however, that classifying a fi lm as a representative of the genre need 
not  be based on the  largest possible accumulation of  the  genre fea-
tures, but on creating a unique mood of a dystopian vision of the near 
future, which was started by the creators from the 80s and continued 
in the subsequent periods of cinematic development, in movies such 
as Johnny Mnemonic by Robert Longo, eXistenZ by David Cronenberg 
(Canada, Great Britain 1999), Th e Th irteenth Floor by Josefa Rusnak 
(Germany, USA 1999), or  a  Japanese animation Ghost in the  Shell 
(Japan 1995) directed by Mamoru Oshii. 
65 P. Frelik, Op.cit., p. 124.
66 S. Konefał, Op.cit., p. 197.
67 Ibid, p. 199.
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Th e poetics of cyberpunk movies of the 80s 
When analyzing the problem of cyberpunk poetics, it seems rea-
sonable to start from recalling the topics of the movies from that genre, 
which can be assigned to three paradigms: post-humanism, post-in-
dustrialism and post-nationalism.68 Th e problematic aspects of the fi rst 
one are connected with presenting the relationship of an individual vs. 
artifi cial intelligence and the virtual world. Th e characters surrounded 
by intelligent machines ask ontological questions about who they are. 
Th e presence of an android or a hybrid of a human and artifi cial com-
ponents in social life causes the need to compare and assess a natural 
body in relation to  a  mechanical one. At the  same time, characters 
struggle with doubts concerning the  existence of  soul. Th e problem 
of distorting the human identity in contact with a “living machine”69 
was presented in Blade Runner, when the main character starts to doubt 
his humanity when  confronted with a  perfect android. In the  mo-
tion picture from 1982, the replicants are more human and inclined 
towards feelings than their prototypes, which causes detective Rick 
Deckard to question his own origins70. As noticed by Scott Bukatman71 
in his book, the protagonist’s status remains unclear till the end, es-
pecially if changes in the  scripts of  the  two versions of  the fi lm (di-
rector’s cut and the cinema version) are to be considered. According 
to the scholar, the goal of Ridley Scott was to ask an existential question, 
with the viewers meant to search for an answer72. Post-industrialism 
and post-nationalism, on the other hand, are associated with the pre-
viously mentioned manners of showing the functioning of post-society 
and the problems of the world which broke out of control of its humans 
68 A. Kamrowska, Op.cit., p. 26.
69 T. Lasek, Op. cit., p. 253.
70 Ibid.
71 S. Bukatman, Blade Runner, London 2012.
72 Ibid, pp. 92–95. Taking into consideration comments made by people collaborat-
ing with the director, Bukatman analyses Deckard’s status in the various versions 
of the movie, pondering about the infl uence of the origami left  at the hero’s door-
step on his self-perception. For this author, the hero’s identity is to be understood 
metaphorically, in connection to constructing a defi nition of humanity.
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creators,73 unavoidably heading towards collapse.74 When expanding 
the meaning of post-industrialism in relation to cyberpunk movies, it 
can be noticed that one of  the mechanisms most frequently used by 
the makers is comparing the world displayed in the movie to the world 
known to  the  audience.75 A post-industrial dystopia, in which state 
governments have fallen, and power has been seized by corporations, 
seems at the  same time very similar and  extremely diff erent from 
the  off -screen reality. Since the  plot of  cyberpunk movies is  set in 
a  “near future”, the viewers encounter fashion, street look and com-
puter components familiar to  them from their lives or  the  media.76 
At the same time, the downfall of law, customs and social life results 
in perceiving a  cyberpunk city as  an  extremely dangerous place. In 
the  post-industrial world, the  function of  the  most valued currency 
is fulfi lled by information, with the technology shown on screen serving 
mostly as a means to acquire valuable data. Th e functioning of “new 
currency” results in the  protagonist’s struggle to  acquire knowledge 
which can be used in order to  improve his standard of  living. For 
viewers, such an image of the world is comprehensible and relatable, 
as  the observed economic mechanisms, despite being fl awed and al-
tered to fi t the movie’s reality, are the ones which function in reality 
they experience.77 Th e topic of  post-nationalism, which constitutes 
the third motif of cyberpunk movies, touches upon the issue of shaping 
an individual’s identity in the world aft er the fall of national states, in 
which power has been seized by corporations.78 Th eir infl uence also 
reaches the virtual world, defi ning the character’s belonging to a giv-
en group, not on the basis of his/her origin, but due to  the quantity 
and quality of consumed material and non-material goods. Apart from 
73 Ibid, p. 247.
74 Ibid, p. 253.
75 A. Kamrowska, Op.cit., p. 26.
76 Since cyberpunk movies are steeped with American culture, they include brands 
of products (for example as neons) or cars known from American streets. Examples 
of this phenomenon can be found, among others, in movies such as: Blade Runner 
by Ridley Scott, Th e Terminator by James Cameron (USA 1984) or RoboCop by 
Paul Verhoeven (USA 1987).
77 An example here can be the increasing value of information and the emergence 
of virtual currencies in computer games. 
78 Ibid, p. 27.
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corporations, the primacy in the world of  the  future is also pursued 
by gangs, as well as representatives of subcultures, who try to create 
a counterbalance for the corporate monopoly on information transfer. 
Th e theme of cyberpunk movies is thus also related to social changes 
resulting from technological transformations, and consequently show-
ing on screen the  result of  rejecting the  ways of  dividing humanity 
according to races and nations, which is inadequate in the new reality.79 
When presenting the  elements of  the  genre’s poetics, it is  also 
worthwhile to  take a  look at the  structuring of  the  settings, as  well 
as the time of the movies’ plot. Th e actions by the main character always 
occur in the “near future”. As a result, the cyberpunk world, apart from 
huge technological advances, does not  diff er much from the  reality 
known to the audience. In some movies, the diegetic time is precisely 
defi ned, as in Blade Runner.80 However, most creators avoid specifying 
a precise date of starting the action, as done by James Cameron in Th e 
Terminator (USA 1984). Th e “killer robot” mentioned in the title trav-
els to 1984 from the “near future”. It can noticed that refraining from 
a precise setting of the plot in time makes the movie more universal 
and  prevents it from becoming obsolete. It also encourages viewers 
to compare the creator’s vision to what the future has brought. 
When writing about the movie’s poetics, it is also worthwhile to pay 
attention to the plot level.81 Th e main axis of the events of cyberpunk 
movies is the protagonist’s fi ght against the system represented by cor-
porations or  groups trying to  gain infl uence in cyberspace or  within 
dystopian borders. Th e “role” of the corporation from a movie can also 
be played by a  local government or  associated members of  a  funda-
mentalist religion. Th e protagonist can also act against a group he used 
to belong to, and had positive relations with. An example here can be 
Brainstorm, where the main character cooperates with a team of experts 
representing corporations that fund research laboratories. However, in 
order to defend his beliefs, the hero leaves the group, becoming an enemy 
of “the system”. In recurring plot patterns, an important role is also played 
by individuals that  the  protagonist encounters. Supporting characters 
79 Ibid.
80 Th e plot of Blade Runner takes place in November 2019.
81 D. Bordwell, Poetics of Cinema, New York–London 2007.
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in the movies of this genre can be divided into two categories. Th e fi rst 
one is that of “informers” and “guides”, who agree to help the protagonist 
to reach his goal in exchange for information. Th ey play the role of gate 
keepers, introducing the  main character into the  environment closed 
to him, or off ering him a body modifi cation without which he will be 
unable to carry out his mission. Th e other group of characters are those 
who need the protagonist’s protection- they are mostly female characters82. 
Cyberpunk women are closely connected to the element of corporeality 
and  emotionality, which can be observed in Blade Runner. Th e char-
acter of  Rachel (Sean Yung), a  replicant driven by emotions and  lost 
in search for her identity is  in this case confronted with clear-headed 
detective Deckard (Harrison Ford). What is  crucial here is  that  male 
characters when faced with the necessity of choice, focus on their own 
goals and abandon the ones they should defend. Apart from the character 
played by Ford, another example here is the protagonist of Brainstorm, 
who aft er numerous family-related issues fi nally decides to separate with 
his wife, choosing to pursue his research goals on his own. 
Th e last important aspect of the genre poetics is the scenography 
and  iconographic elements closely related to  it.83 Th e iconography 
of  cyberpunk movies is  based on omnipresence of  items connected 
with technology: cables, computers and peripheral devices, modifi ed 
vehicles and devices used for cyborgization. Central units, monitors 
and  their extensions fi ll the  characters’ homes, laboratories and  city 
space. Apart from that, the  determinant of  the  genre’s uniqueness 
is a combination of hi-tech and low-tech elements. Th e representatives 
of advanced technologies are microchips and “cyber implants”. Th ey 
may be items whose existence at the  moment of  making a  fi lm was 
still in the domain of scientifi c dreams, such as the kit for recording 
and  replaying another person’s feelings and  memories, presented in 
Brainstorm. Low-tech items which appear in cyberpunk are mostly 
computers and consoles, which hackers from the movies call ‘decks’. 
Despite the technological advances of the world displayed, the cyber-
punk computers are machines known to the audience and not subject 
82 A. Kamrowska, Op.cit., p. 62.
83 D. Bordwell, Op.cit.
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to miniaturization. What is important here, the technology presented 
in cyberpunk movies is  interpreted by the  critics as  a  factor which 
destabilizes the  “traditional social and cultural space”,84 and  the  ico-
nography presented also constitutes a  context for  discussions on 
the condition of humanity.85 
It can thus be noticed that  the poetics of  the cyberpunk movies 
of the 80s is a composition of socially relevant topics, which the cre-
ators translated into recurring plot patterns. Creating a unique mood 
of the images described would not be possible without using a unique 
combination of scenography and iconography, which was meant to dis-
orient the viewer, as well as make the movies easily readable in the con-
text of transformations occurring in the real world. 
Summary
Cyberpunk is  a  literary and  cinematic genre which emerged in 
the 1980s as an expression of combining various areas of creators’ in-
spirations and recipients’ needs. Th e features which constitute the genre, 
as  well as  its poetics, are a  refl ection of  social topics which were 
relevant in that period – the hopes, fears and expectations associated 
with the dynamic technological advances. Cyberpunk provided the re-
cipients with an answer to the question: what will their lives look like 
aft er miniaturization of  computers liberates them from limitations 
of  the body, place of  living and nationality. However, the cyberpunk 
creators’ focus on scientifi c issues results in the  movies becoming 
increasingly obsolete along with the  development of  the  world. Th e 
elements of  computer sets presented in the 80s and 90s, seem to be 
relics aft er 2000, and  the  visions of  the  future presented in movies 
which failed to  come true, do not  serve their intended purpose any 
more. At present, in the West, a kind of depletion of the genre’s formula 
can be observed, which has  resulted in the  emergence of  its hybrid 
forms, such as post-cyberpunk. 
 
84 A. Myszala, Op.cit., p. 55.
85 Ibid.
186 Agnieszka Kiejziewicz
Bibliography 
Beard William, The Artist as Monster: The Cinema of David Cronenberg, 
Toronto 2006.
Bethke Bruce, Cyberpunk, in: Infinity Plus, http://www.infinityplus.co.uk/
stories/cpunk.htm (access: 11.26.2013).
Bordwell David, Poetics of Cinema, New York–London 2007.
Bukatman Scott, Blade Runner, London 2012.
Bukatman Scott, Terminal Identity. The Virtual Subject in Postmodern Sci-
ence Fiction, Durkham, London 1993.
Cavallaro Dani, Cyberpunk and Cyberculture: Science Fiction and the Work 
of William Gibson, New York 2001.
Dery Mark, Escape Velocity. Cyberculture at the End of the Century, New 
York 1996.
Dick Phillip K., Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?, London 1999.
Featherstone Mike, Cyberspace/ Cyberbodies/ Cyberpunk: Cultures of Tech-
nological Embodiment, London 1996.
Frelik Paweł, Cyberpunk, “Magazyn Sztuki” 1998, No. 1 (17), pp. 120–127.
Gibson William, Neuromancer, Canada 1984.
Haraway Donna, Manifest Cyborga, translated by E. Franus, “Magazyn Sz-
tuki” No.1 (17), pp. 207–211. 
Heuser Sabine, Virtual Geographies: Cyberpunk at the Intersection 
of the Postmodern and Science Fiction, New York 2003.
Dystopia, new society and machines 187
Hocker Janice, Projecting the Shadow. The Cyborg Hero in American Film, 
Chicago 1995.
Huxley Aldous, Nowy wspaniały świat, translated by B. Baran, Warsaw 
2005.
Kamrowska Agnieszka, “Cyberpunk w filmach Wschodu i Zachodu”, 
PhD thesis, Uniwersytet Jagielloński, Kraków 2006, computer printout.
Kerman Judith, Retrofitting Blade Runner, Madison 1991.
Kiejziewicz Agnieszka, Shinya Tsukamoto i wyobraźnia cyberpunkowa, 
in: Anatomia wyobraźni, edited by S. Konefał, Gdańsk 2014, pp. 81–97.
Konefał Sebastian Jakub, Corpus futuri. Literackie i filmowe wizerunki 
postludzi w anglosaskiej fantastyce naukowej oraz ich komiksowe i telewizy-
jne reinterpretacje, Gdańsk 2013.
Księżyk Rafał, 23 cięcia dla Williama S. Burroughsa, Gdańsk 2013.
Lasek Tomasz, Homo superior – człowiek i maszyna w literaturze i fil-
mie nurtu cyberpunk, in: Człowiek-zwierzę, człowiek-maszyna, edited by 
A. Celińska and K. Fidler, Kraków 2005, pp. 245–254.
McCaffery Larry, Storming the Reality Studio: A Casebook of Cyberpunk 
and Postmodern Science Fiction, Durham 1991.
McHale Brian, POSTcyberMODERNpunkISM, in: Ibid, Constructing Post-
modernism, London 1992.
Myszala Agnieszka, Cyberprzestrzeń−wprowadzenie, „Magazyn Sztuki” 
1998, No. 1 (17), pp. 54–79.
Niewiadowski Andrzej, Smuszkiewicz Antoni, Leksykon polskiej literatury 
fantastycznonaukowej, Poznań 1990, pp. 250–262. 
188 Agnieszka Kiejziewicz
Radkiewicz Małgorzata, Gender w humanistyce, Kraków 2001.
Sterling Bruce, Przedmowa do „Lustrzanek”, “Magazyn Sztuki” 1998, No. 
1 (17), pp. 115–119. 
Szyłak Jerzy et al, Kino Nowej Przygody, Gdańsk 2011.
Williams Raymond, Utopia and Science Fiction, in: Science Fiction: A Crit-
ical Guide, edited by P. Parrinder, London–New York 2004. 
Žižek Slavoj, No Sex Please, We’re Post-Human!, Lacan.com, http://www.
lacan.com.nosex.htm (access: 10.08.2016).
